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COMPARISON OF PROTOTYPE AND ROTE INSTRUCTION OF
ENGLISH NAMES FOR CHINESE VISUAL CHARACTERS

Doris WEeiL1 Duan anp AnTHONY J. Cuvo
SOUTHERN ILLINOIS UNIVERSITY AT CARBONDALE

This study compared prototype and rote instruction of English names for Chinese visual
characters. In the prototype condition, participants were taught the meaning of the pro-
totype that served as the distinctive feature of multicomponent characters. In the rote
condition, participants traced the character and wrote its translation. Participants learned
more rapidly and maintained more words in the prototype condition.
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The vast majority of the several hundred
thousand Chinese characters are composed
of multiple stimulus components. One com-
ponent, a prototype, designates a concept,
and additional components denote seman-
tically related variations of the concept.
There are 189 prototypes in the Chinese lan-
guage. Matsuda and Robbins (1977) com-
pared three conditions to teach receptive la-
beling of Chinese characters to American
college students. For the exemplar-specific
group, multiple-component Chinese char-
acters were stimuli, and specific English
word translations were responses. For the ex-
emplar-category group, the same Chinese
characters were stimuli, but responses were
English equivalents of the concepts, not
words. The prototype group was trained on
only single-component prototypes as stimuli
and on English concepts as responses. Pro-
totype training was the most efficient; how-
ever, groups were not equated on task diffi-
culty, and subjects did not learn the same
responses in each group. This study com-
pared prototype and rote instruction of En-
glish verbal responses to Chinese visual char-
acters when experimental conditions were
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equated on difficulty level of stimuli and re-
sponses to be learned.

METHOD

Participants

Participants were 6 native English speak-
ers, 3 male and 3 female, whose education
ranged from 1 year of college to a master’s
degree. The participants were between 20
and 45 years old.

Materials

Stimulus materials were 60 Chinese char-
acters and their English translations, with 30
in each condition. In the prototype condi-
tion, five high-frequency prototypes were se-
lected. For each, six multiple-component
Chinese characters that included the proto-
type were used. In the rote condition, 30
characters of similar difficulty that did not
share distinctive features were selected.
Characters and their English translations
were printed on index cards using computer
software. Another set of 60 cards with char-

acters only was prepared in the same way.

Setting and Sessions

Participants were trained individually, 30
min per session, 5 to 7 days per week. Dur-
ing each session, six words from each con-
dition were trained sequentially, with a 3-
min break between conditions.
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Figure 1. Number of words learned across training trials in the prototype and rote experimental conditions.

General Procedures

Initially in each session, Chinese charac-
ters that had not met the acquisition crite-
rion were presented individually without
translations. Participants had 30 s to state
English translations; correct responses were
praised. Words translated correctly for three

consecutive sessions met the acquisition cri-
terion and were re-presented four sessions
later for a maintenance check.

Words that did not meet the acquisition
criterion were instructed in the prototype
and rote conditions. Six words in each con-
dition were taught during each session using
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a multielement design. During 30-s training
trials, a Chinese character and its English
translation were presented, and participants
responded. Each of the six words in a con-
dition was presented alone when it was first
introduced and then was presented simul-
taneously with other words that already had
been presented. Each of the six characters in
an experimental condition received a total of
three training trials during this phase of the
session. After the six words in one condition
had been instructed, the six in the other con-
dition were taught in the same fashion. At
the end of each session, all 12 characters just
trained, and any characters that had to be
retrained, were tested. Follow-up tests oc-
curred 1 and 4 weeks following training.

Prototype instruction. Verbal instruction,
pointing prompts, and performance feed-
back were used to condition English verbal
naming responses to Chinese character visual
stimuli. For example, the Chinese character
for eat has a distinctive prototype that means
mouth. The experimenter pointed to the
prototype and stated its meaning.

Rote instruction. Participants were in-
structed to trace the character with their fin-
ger and write its English translation twice.

Interscorer Agreement

A native Chinese speaker independently
scored translating performance every fourth
session. Agreement was 100%.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Figure 1 shows that words in the proto-
type condition were learned more rapidly
than those in rote instruction for 5 of the 6
participants. Todd learned most rapidly,
with little difference between conditions. He
reported that in the rote condition he used
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a verbal mediation strategy of establishing a
relationship between the physical features of
the stimuli and their semantic meaning.
This strategy was as effective as the proto-
type. There was response maintenance in
both conditions, with better performance in
the prototype condition for 3 participants.
Follow-up tests also showed superior perfor-
mance in that condition.

The prototype may have facilitated learn-
ing because it was a distinctive feature or
common visual stimulus in a set of multi-
component characters that evoked semanti-
cally related English verbal responses. Pro-
gramming common stimuli is an effective
method of promoting generalization (Stokes
& Baer, 1977) and a recommended com-
ponent of direct instruction (Engelmann &
Carnine, 1982). Furthermore, the prototype
helped to establish visual stimulus—stimulus
equivalence among members of the same
class of Chinese characters and stimulus—re-
sponse equivalence between the visual stim-
ulus class members and their semantically re-
lated English verbal naming responses. This
research has implications, not only for teach-
ing Chinese, but also for teaching a number
of Japanese characters that are the same as
those in Chinese.
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